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Undergraduate research experiences (UREs) have been identified as a form of “high impact” 
student learning (Kuh, 2008). Large databases of diverse models for involving 
undergraduate students in research across a broad range of disciplines have been published 
(Jenkins 2004, Healey & Jenkins 2009). It is apparent that the academic practice of 
undergraduate research transcends national, cultural and disciplinary differences. This paper 
explores the extent to which the local context of the discipline, and hence differences 
between disciplines, impact on the nature and characteristics of UREs, and the subsequent 
outcomes for students. 
Within the literature there is a wide array of activities described as “undergraduate research” 
(Seymour et al, 2004; Healey & Jenkins, 2009). The framework proposed by Healey (2005) 
broadly classified these research experiences based on whether students actively participate 
in research, or passively hear about research, and whether the primary outcome is learning 
disciplinary knowledge or gaining an understanding of the research processes (Healey, 
2005). This current study focuses on UREs in which undergraduate students were able to 
actively interact with the research of their discipline, to gain disciplinary knowledge and/or an 
understanding of the research processes. This relatively broad URE definition was used to 
avoid the possible exclusion of models which might highlight key disciplinary differences in 
UREs. 
This study involved group interviews of 68 academics closely involved in the co-ordination, 
implementation and/or design of UREs. This sample spanned 24 disciplinary Schools, 
ranging from archaeology to political science, from biology to social work and from law to 
engineering. Interviewees were asked to describe their undergraduate activity and were 
prompted for comments specifically relating to the benefits and student outcomes.  
We undertook an inductive thematic analysis of the interview transcripts and asked the 
question: “Are there identifiable disciplinary differences in the characteristics or student 
outcomes amongst the 81 UREs described by the participants?” Our categorisation of URE 
model characteristics was based on the frameworks of Beckman and Hensel (2009) and 
Lopatto (2008), and our analyses of student outcomes were guided by the findings of Hunter 
and colleagues (2007). 
The analysis revealed very few differences in the types of URE activities across different 
disciplines. In most cases the UREs were available to all students within a degree (rather 
than an elitist or special group), and most of the UREs were courses which students would 
undertake within their degree, rather than extracurricular programs.  
Most of the student benefits described by participants mapped against the skills category 
identified by Hunter et al (2007), including skills in written communication, analysing 
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literature and research methodologies. In some disciplines, student outcomes were 
described based on graduate destinations into professional careers. The disciplines of 
psychology and dentistry emphasised key graduate outcomes from UREs as relating to skills 
in effective critique, and therefore appropriate use, of research literature in professional 
practice.  
This paper will discuss the question “How important is disciplinary context in shaping 
pedagogies and student outcomes?” and encourage audience participation to test for the 
occurrence of similar student activities and outcomes across an international audience. 
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